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Notes: What I learned in Djoulafondo 
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When I went to Mali in 2015 I didn't bring a camera. Instead I brought drawings supplies and drew mostly people. 
In December of 2016, before flying to Mali, again I weighed the idea of bringing a camera. Again I decided not to. 

I resolved to do a drawing project to called (in anticipatory retrospection) “What I learned in Mali.” I would draw 
objects that told about a way of life that did not depend upon electricity, computers, software, complex systems. 

For the first few days I was in the city of Bamako, where many speak some French in addition to Bambara, the first 
language. I can get by in French. I stayed at the household of my drumming teacher, Moussa Traore and began to 
make my first drawings. A boy named Abdoulaye watched, and told me Bambara words for what I was drawing. 

I added these to the drawings. Then Moussa’s nephew Papa (age 13?), who liked to drum with me, began to point 
to everything around us and teach me the Bambara words: parts of the body, furniture, foods -- way faster than I 
could draw. So I began writing Bambara vocabulary in my regular three ring binder. 

Then I went by myself to a small mountain village called Djoulafondo. My mission there was to create a large 
garden on land Moussa had bought to make a drumming refuge. He dropped me off on his land, with basics I'd 
bought at the weekly market in Siby (matches, foam mattress and a matt, tiny fire cook stove, a cookpot, things 
I'd seen used at his house). I was placed in the care of his friend Ja Woi, a villager and master drummer who has 
lived in Djoulafondo all his life, and who is overseeing and working on creating the drumming refuge. Ja Woi had 
planted fruit trees, and three circular huts of mud brick with thatched rooves were almost finished: The floors were 
still dirt, and they lacked doors and windows for the openings. There was not yet a bathroom. 

The Djoulafondans were all of the Keita surname, and spoke Bambara. Children knew some French from going to 
school, but adults knew at most a few all-purpose phrases at most (C’est tres bon! C’est pas bon...) This included 
my guardian, Ja Woi. (He would also say “II faut manger” and the reprimand “Ca c’est quoi?!#” if he saw I'd worn 
flipflops into the hut instead of leaving them outside the door.) If I needed verbal information as to what was up, I 
relied entirely on the older school-aged kids. “Is it prayer time? How long is prayer time?” 

I began to make drawings (preceding pages), but drawing took too long for all I was learning. I watched fences 
woven out of bamboo sliced into quarter rounds; donkeys pulling two wheeled carts of branches out of the 
forest; three different village wells, a drawing well, a pump and a faucet. There grew a larger and larger backlog 
of drawings I thought I must make, for instance, 14-year-old Mamadou’s translucent plastic sandals that he'd 
repaired in at least twenty places with small, neat rectangular plastic patches melted on using a knife heated in the 
fire, he explained, but I had to keep putting it off because I was so behind. 

I realized that I needed to switch to taking notes. But also, there were so many activities I was (literally) pulled 
into (gathering charcoal, picking tomatoes, doing laundry, getting water from the wells, working on making the 
new garden, going to the market, making fires, cooking, or just going with someone who wanted to show me 
something) that there was no time for me to stop participating and draw. In fact, it would have been rude. So 
each day I made a small booklet that would fit into my back pocket out of several sheets of 8 1/2 x 11 paper folded 
into quarters, stuck a pen into my hair (which was pinned up because the dust quickly made it unbrushable) and 
throughout the day, I pulled these out and scribbled. The following morning I transfered these notes into the 
notebook that follows, which I kept safely in my hut. 

If I was tired, and eating supper by the fire under the stars with whoever was hanging out, I would let words they 
taught me slip by, because I couldn’t keep up the effort. I’d repeat it a few times just to satisfy them, knowing I 
wouldn’t remember or didn’t even have it right. Because once they saw I was trying to learn, they were all teachers, 
all the time, especially the kids, only that word doesn’t work, because they’re not kids like here, they’re people. Of 
course they also helped with turning over the huge garden I was charged with making. No one wants to see you 
work alone. 

My preconception had been I would learn about material objects and processes. Then I found that the way of life 
expressed in social relationships and being was the true learning challenge . For example, the teaching itself. 
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